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Organizations lacking the ability to enable their workforce to approach their work in creative ways limit the 
organization’s innovative output and might fall behind their competitors. An explorative approach was taken to 
determine barriers for creativity in the work environment of a branch of a European technology company based in 
Thailand. Work environment factors that can decrease creative output were drawn from the componential theory and 
extended by two categories, namely culture and physical work environment. Some individual categories were found 
that indirectly relate to the work environment impediments for creativity. Results show that the main barriers were 
fear of risk taking, physical work environment, time pressure, autonomy or freedom, and organizational impediments 
in form of control and internal strife. 
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1. Introduction 
Innovation is becoming an important factor for companies’ competitiveness. Innovation itself is the 
process of developing novel ideas that can be implemented by an organization, for example, as a new 
product or a new process. At the foundation of this process lies the creation of ideas. Organizations have 
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to be creative to produce original ideas and they can only do that, by providing their employees an 
environment that acknowledges the need for continuous idea generation and permits employees to be 
creative. Amabile et al. [1] provided a conceptual model underlying assessment of perceptions of the 
work environment for creativity. Building on this conceptual model this research identifies some of the 
most common barriers, preventing employees from being creative.  
2. Organizational Creativity – Componential Creativity Theory 
Creativity is often defined as the production of novel and useful ideas, whereas innovation is defined as 
the successful implementation of those ideas [1, 15]. While this is certainly true, creativity in this research 
will be defined as “the connecting and rearranging of knowledge in the minds of people, who allow 
themselves to think flexibly – to generate new, often surprising ideas that others judge to be useful” [2], 
to put an emphasis on the component of the “others”, who are, especially in an organizational context, an 
important factor. The literature offers two main approaches to organizational creativity research. The 
interactional model of organizational creativity by Woodman et al. [3] and the componential model by 
Amabile et al. [1]. The latter was chosen because it offers specific categorical assumptions about the 
organizational environment that can be experienced by the employees and that can be manipulated by the 
organization members.The componential creativity theory identified three organizational factors that 
breed innovation and influence creativity. (1) Management practice, which includes the challenge of the 
work to the individual, work group supports, supervisory encouragement, and freedom or autonomy to 
choose how to conduct one’s work. (2) Resources, which includes everything that aids the employee in 
finishing his work. This is a rather broad category, because it includes sufficient time, as well as sufficient 
expertise, or financial resources. (3) Organizational Motivation to Innovation, which is made up by the 
value the organization places on the innovation. On one side organizations can encourage employees to 
be creative, which can be done by providing rewards, fair work assessments, and the positive 
acknowledgement of risk taking towards innovation. On the other side, organizations can demotivate 
employees by being over-critical, a strict controlling hierarchy and competition within the company [4]. 
Those categories should have a direct impact on individual creativity, which is influenced by expertise, 
creativity skills and task motivation [4]. Expertise is the knowledge one possesses about the area of work 
one is involved in. Creativity skills depend mainly on personal characteristics and cognitive abilities and 
intellectual independence [4]. Task motivation is separated into intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. 
Intrinsic motivation is most frequently mentioned as a basis for highly creative outcomes and is defined 
as self-driven and enthusiastic about the work or task itself [5]. Intrinsic motivation is the supposed to 
have a stronger positive effect on creativity than extrinsic motivation, because the work is done for the 
sake of the activity itself [6]. In fact, if the intrinsic motivation is high and external rewards are offered it 
is possible that the creativity of the output will be less than if the rewards wouldn’t have been offered [1, 
7]. 
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3. Methodology 
The research strategy used for this study was an exploratory approach to build on the componential 
creativity theory, and its conceptual model for assessing the work environment for creativity. Data was 
collected during three one and a half day seminars on creativity and innovation for top- and middle-
management at a Bangkok based subdivision of a multi-national technology company with its headquarter 
in western Europe. The data was collected participants’ as their own interpretation of the workplace 
environment and work processes and should therefore reasonably reflect an external reality.The 48 
seminar attendants were asked the question “What are the barriers, blockers or killers of creativity in your 
company?” Since there can be confusion about what creativity is, the term was defined on the first day of 
the seminar as stated in section 2. The attendees were given 15 minutes to write on post-its’ as many 
barriers of creativity, as they could think of, one item per sheet. They were not allowed to exchange ideas 
during that time. 441 post-its’ were eventually collected before the normal seminar schedule continued. 
The company gave us a tour of two floors of their offices to show us how and where they work. For the 
data analysis categories according to the original componential creativity model were created and the 
post-it answers were ordered accordingly, where categories were available. Subsequently for those post-
its’ not fitting in any category, matching categories were created. Some post-it answers did not match the 
work environment factors but instead were mentioning individual characteristics or other circumstances 
and are discussed as well. 
4. Findings: Organizational Barriers to creativity 
With the ongoing globalization and internationalizations of organizations in general and workgroups in 
particular, we identified language, religion and social norms and values as some of the main factors 
influencing creativity. Not many studies have acknowledged the influence of the national culture a 
company is working in, in the discussion of creativity [8]. The work environment is multicultural with 
employees coming not only from Thailand but also, from the USA, Australia, Germany, South Korea, 
France, India, and other countries. However, the majority of employees are Thai.Two participants pointed 
the “cultural shyness” or the fear of “culture (Thai) face losing” out, whereas one pointed to “norms”. The 
Thai culture of avoiding direct confrontation and a culturally greater power distance could be seen as 
classic barriers, reported in previous research[5, 9].Rice studied the organizational context in Egypt and 
the Arabian Gulf and could not, in distinction to Amabile et al.[1], conclude that controlling, hierarchical 
work environments hinder creativity. Rice[5] suggests that the dependence on powerful leaders might be 
a basic need, wherefore different social processes might be leading to creativity. Culture and language are 
closely linked to each other and can for example shape its grammar [10]. The language spoken in the 
company is English but it was observed that the individual skills vary. The “language issues” might even 
be greater in a European-Thai setting than for example in a predominantly European settingsince 
differences in expressions, feelings and or ideas can’t properly be transferred because there is no identical 
or almost identical translation in the other language.The second greatest problem seemed to be, judging 
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from the number of post its’, the fear of risk taking. Almost all participants pointed out that they don’t 
feel confident to propose ideas, because they are either afraid of being judged, ridiculed, criticized, 
corrected or not accepted in any other way. This was either due to the feeling of missing “objectiveness”, 
low “encouragement from HR”, or resulted from previous negative “experience”. It seemed that the 
workgroups inhibits idea creation and promotion.This might have been enhanced by the company missing 
out on providing information on successful past creative ideas that had been implemented. Employees 
“haven’t seen ideas turn into reality”. Other problems were that the organization is not providing any 
formal channels to propose new ideas and a “lack of collaboration” or possibilities to conduct 
brainstorming sessions. Most of the answers were general complaints about the management. One 
participant mentioned that “the management team is not willing to explore the same ideas”. Among those, 
much fewer, were the problem of a non-supportive evaluation that could lead to “unhealthy arguments” 
and “conflict”, “Missing goals”, and “minimal communication from the top”, “Unclear policies/directions” 
were other supervisory issues mentioned. Once an idea is proposed, apart from the evaluation, there is 
also a need for facilitation. But lack of facilitation and a lack of continued support for proposed ideas 
were again mentioned as barriers. “Colleagues” were repeatedly mentioned as a barrier for creativity. It 
was mentioned that employees have been “work [sic] with the same people for a long time” and that 
groups were homogenous and employees had common interests. Within the groups seemed to be 
“competition among people”, which resulted in tension, envy and failing communication, and, most 
frequently mentioned, a lack of trust. The physical work environment was regarded as one of the main 
barriers to creativity. The offices are regarded as dull, boring, noisy and distracting. “Environment, no 
open space. Few meeting rooms.”, and “Office Environment (no window access)” are examples of 
remarks in this category. Lewis and Moultrie [11]note that environments, created to enhance creative 
output, have to enhance the double-loop learning, which means that employees are forced to question 
underlying values and challenge assumptions. The high amount of comments about the workplace 
environment might be due to the different office styles on different floors. On one floor was observed as a 
big, light flooded, open plan office, with kitchen and leisure area,whereas the other floor was a very 
narrow and uninspiring environment. “Rules and Regulations” implemented by “the upper level” or 
relying on “guidelines from central”, were major problems. As a result of “standardized reports” jobs 
were done in a routine way, because there was no way to sheer out (“Process in places – must follow 
cannot sheer out”). Freedom to approach and do the work in the way that suits the employee can lead to 
creative ideas [1].The main missing resources were budget and knowledge. Project budget limitations 
might decrease the intrinsic motivation and subsequently the creative output [1]. One participant reported 
that he had “little knowledge of what other parts of the company are doing to be able to have a 
comprehensive picture” another reported his “lack of knowledge to support or explore ideas”, and that 
there was missing knowledge about the industry and competition. As expected, challenging work seemed 
not to be a severe problem. Only one employee referred to “complex information” as a barrier to 
creativity. In contrast, workload pressure was excessively regarded as a barrier. “Too much stress”, “too 
much firefighting” and “no time to think” reflect the general sensation. There is evidence that no time 
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pressure and too much time pressure can inhibit creativity [12]. Problems with the formal structure were 
continuously mentioned; the size of the organization was regarded as a problem. “Too many staff/ 
stakeholders. Create ideas need a lot buy in, need to engage many people [sic].”, or “Too big to change/ 
move FAT organization”. Other aspects were the Euro-centricity and that work often relied on 
information and guidelines from the European headquarter. The formal structure in regard to 
conservatism was also seen as a problem. The corporate culture was mentioned as very formal and a high 
“hierarchical disparity”, “conservative colleagues” paired with local “cultural norms about seniority”, 
might have lead one participant to say that “the boss is always right”. Apart from structural and 
conservative barriers, employees’ attitudes were criticized as lazy, negative and “resistance to change, 
comfortable with safety zone”. Apart from work environmental factors influencing creativity participants 
mentioned several individual factors that should, of course, be influenced by the environmental factors. 
Most frequently mentioned was the lack of motivation, “employees are not engaged in what they do”, or 
they “don’t want to get involved in other activities outside of work”.  
5. Discussion 
The greatest barriers for creative endeavors were the high work pressure, the fear of risk taking, freedom 
or autonomy, and the work environment, which is why new categories were created to reflect this. From 
the findings a model from Amabileet. al. [1] was adapted (Fig.1). Two unique categories were added, 
culture and the physical work environment.  
 
Figure 1: Adepted Model of Underlying Assessment of Perception of the Work Environment for Creativity (Adapted from [1]) 
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The latter was grouped under the category of “Encouragement of Creativity. The decision to group it in 
the encouragement category was made because the physical work environment can increase or inhibit 
creativity but is merely a necessity to do creative or any work, as long as the basics requirements are 
covered. The second category added was “Cultural Diversity”. It was placed outside the work 
environment, since it is a predetermined and chosen by setting up the company or subsidiaries location. 
As Rice [5, 9] pointed out, power distance and strict hierarchies might have different effects in different 
cultures, Gumusluoglu[13] referred to the necessity of different leadership styles in different cultures and 
our findings show that “cultural shyness” or behaviors of “saving the face” might have an effect on the 
work environment. It was found that culture mainly effects supervisory encouragement, work group 
support, organizational encouragement and autonomy or freedom and organizational impediments to 
creativity.Scott et al. [14] mention in this regard that the strategic embeddedness of subsidiaries often 
causes organizations to use their headquarter routines to solve localized problems. They call for a greater 
entrepreneurial style of organization to adjust rapidly to dynamic environments. More research is needed 
to explore cultural influence on team diversity and work environment [8]. 
6. Conclusion 
This research has examined the main barriers for creativity at an IT provider by using as base reference 
the componential creativity theory model adapted from Amabile et al. [1]. Along all categories, barriers 
were found with the major problems being “fear of risk taking”, “physical work environment”, “time 
pressure”, “autonomy or freedom” and “organizational impediments” in form of control and internal 
strife.All categories should be seen as interrelated. It should be added that there is room for interpretation 
for which scale should be within each category. This research results are limited since only one company 
was examined and no general assumptions can be made. The context in which the research was conducted 
could also have an effect. The individuals under study were participating in a creativity seminar and 
aware of creativity issues within the company. Two new contributions are brought to the organizational 
creativity literature and practice. First, it outlines the main organizational barriers that avert creativity by 
using an explorative approach. Second, it conceptualizes factors of the national cultural environment and 
the physical workspace to the workplace environment. Whereas research on individual creativity and 
group creativity has a long tradition and has a rich body of literature, research in organizational 
environment effects on creativity is comparably new. In this regard the described model can help 
managers identify the greatest problem that stop employees from being creative, and highlights the most 
important relationships for creativity to happen in organizational environments.  
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